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Anthony Elliott : Minasan konnichiwa. I am afraid that those few words really exhaust my Japanese,
so I thank you in advance for meeting me beyond halfway, making the effort to listen to what I am
going to say today in English. I know it must be significant emotional work to translate what I am
saying from English into Japanese. I said to colleagues here I am astonished to see so many students
on Friday afternoon here, especially on such a lovely day. I am very impressed. You must be very se­
rious scholars, all of you, so thank you for coming. As I said, my apologies for not being able to de­
liver the lecture in Japanese, suimasen.
At the very outset, this is my second visit to Kwansei Gakuin and it’s a privileged mission to be
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back here in School of Sociology. I would like to particularly express my thanks to Professor Ogino
for the many ways in which Ogino sensei has contributed and helped us to arrange this particular visit.
I would also like to thank Kurashima sensei in advance and although he is not here, I would also like
to thank Vice President Professor Shinyo for his ongoing support of the effort to facilitate links be­
tween the University of South Australia and Kwansei Gakuin.
In terms of this particular lecture,‘Identity and the Global Digital Economy’, I was trying to think of
a phrase that best captures the predicament that I think all of us in this room are now in, and to
what’s happening to our core sense of identity due to the advent of globalization and the arrival of the
global electronic economy. The term that I have come up with is “surprise”, that we are living in a
world that’s taken us by surprise. I am referring to the growing, gradual anxiety that more and more
women and men have today that they need to undertake a set of revisions ; that they need to under­
take a set of reorganizations, that they need to undertake a set of recalibrations, even a set of reinven­
tions of their identity, of their professional identity and their personal identity in order to confront the
challenges that we face in our daily life.
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Anthony Elliott : So, revisions, recalibration, but more than that a worry and anxiety that whatever
changes we make to our identities, whatever revisions, whatever reinventions, the worry at hand is that
this will not see us through the challenges of today, but that it won’t be good enough to confront the
challenges of tomorrow. So this worry that tomorrow we are going to have to start this process of re­
building, reorganizing, restructuring, reinventing all over again and from scratch and, ladies and gen­
tlemen at the outset, I want to put the conjecture to you that the reason for all of this identity building
and rebuilding in our world today is increasingly driven by the global digital economy ; by the world
of social media, of Facebook, of Twitter, of Tumblr, the world of online posts, updates, blogs, status
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posts, program calls, networks, and that this process is becoming more extensive. It is a process that is
becoming more intensive, and it is a process that speeds up and speeds up and keeps speeding up.
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Anthony Elliott : We now live in a world of social media, Web 3.0, a world of digital technologies,
a world increasingly shaped by advanced robotics, a world of artificial intelligence. It’s also a world
increasingly shaped by the contours of biotechnologies and nanotechnology. I am going to give you a
few examples of what identities, these reinvented identities in the world of the global digital economy,
are up against ; what all of us need to confront and what we have to now try and cope with. These
are examples that I have just selected from the media last week. I don’t know if this has been news in
Japan, but these are news items certainly in some of the expensive polished cities of the West. Okay.
First story?3 stories, first story. Google are about to release the thing called Google Home. Google
Home is going to give you your own digital butler. Each of you in the room can have your own digi­
tal butler and this digital butler is the personal assistant around house that will allow you to do a
whole lot of things quite effortlessly either by just speaking to it the same way you may speak to your
smartphone or in fact a lot of it because it will basically connect various machines to other machines
in your house, you won’t even have to give it instructions. So, thanks to Google Butler you could lie
on your couch in your apartment and watch Netflix while you surf the web, text a friend on your
smartphone, and the digital butler will control the lighting in your house, and turn the air­conditioning
system on and off. It can anticipate all sorts of requirements in terms of the appliances and devices
that we need to use.
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Anthony Elliott : From a digital butler provided by Google, now onto a second example, the share
market. Now a key thing about the global digital economy is that it’s basically transformed the money
markets. Money markets around the globe, as you will know, are interconnected, and they are inter­
connected by these global networks sort of powered and operationalized by the internet. Study of the
global money markets is an intrinsic part of understanding globalization?money markets generate
some $1.5 trillion US a day. But did you know, when you think of shares being sold on the stock
market, you tend to think of traders, flesh and blood individuals buying and selling shares. Over 75%
of trading is now done online and it’s done online through automated trading systems, with these bots,
these software robots that can place large orders and trade shares in microseconds. And it’s given rise
to phenomenal transformations of the whole world of finance, global finance, and obviously it’s also
been linked to what’s called flash crashes, where these robots can sell off massive amounts of shares,
where there can be mistakes, where there might be errors, and consequently it’s produced new levels
of vulnerability, risk, and insecurity within the global economy.
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Anthony Elliott : Final example, from the world of the money markets and trading systems to the
world of construction and real estate and the way in which the global digital economy is transforming
that as well. There is a lot of talk today about 3D printing. There is a lot of interesting sociological
work now being done on 3D printing. My close friend and colleague, the late John Urry, had been
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working extensively on a sociology of 3D. Now, some of this might sound like science fiction, but it’s
actually happening today. These processes are already underway. The 3D printing of houses?this is
an image you see here. There is a company in China, they are able to print out these models of dining
rooms and bedrooms and kitchens and bathrooms, and staggeringly they are able to print these out in
just a few hours. This particular company in China are printing out these fabricated factory models
and they are being able to print out anywhere between 10 to 20 houses a day. As I said, staggering
stuff. And part of what’s fascinating is how this is leading to a revolution in real estate ; to the idea
that you might need to sell your apartment or sell your house because your family is expanding and
you might need a dwelling that’s bigger. Apparently, now you can just print extra rooms.
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Anthony Elliott : So, ladies and gentlemen, from these examples of Google’s digital butler to the
automated trading systems, right across now to the 3D printed houses, what does this mean? What im­
plications does it have for us and our lives today? What I suggest to you that at a first initial approxi­
mation it means a world of change. And in order to understand digitalization and automation and so­
cial media and the global digital economy, as a sociologist my suggestion is that we can only ade­
quately do this if we develop an institutional analysis of modernity. You need an institutional analysis
of modernity in order to grapple with the big changes, the changes especially of the communications
revolution and new information technologies in order to understand what’s happening to social rela­
tionships and identity today. And I am going to go on and start to suggest that these four areas of
globalization, new economy, communications, and travel are increasingly central to understanding the
dynamism of today’s world.
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Anthony Elliott : These institutional dimensions cover these four areas I am suggesting. No doubt,
others could be found. And these areas, as I say, really concern the advent of globalization, the spread
of the global electronic economy of which the money markets are central. And secondly, the commu­
nications revolution. The examples I have just sketched out would not be possible were it not for this
communications revolution. Ever since these satellites were put up above the earth in the late 1960s
and early 1970s ; once the satellites were put above the earth and you had the possibility of instant
communication, or rather the possibility of near­instantaneous communication, that signaled, I would
argue, a whole new ballgame for society, a whole new ballgame for social relationships. You have to
also factor in what’s called the new economy, which is increasingly an economy structured by the
spread of a seemingly unstoppable universal consumerism. And finally, under this banner what I am
calling ‘Life on the Move,’ the fact that today in the 21st century women and men are traveling fur­
ther, faster, and more frequently than at any time previously in human history. 2016 is a world which
sees over 3 billion women and men carried on domestic and international flights per year worldwide.
2016 is a world where the largest industry on the planet is travel and tourism, generating in excess of
some $8 trillion USD annually.
So, ladies and gentlemen, these four dimensions are absolutely fundamental to understanding the in­
stitutional parameters of the world we live in today and why that world is changing so quickly.
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Anthony Elliott : Now, thank you for bearing with me, ladies and gentlemen, because it’s now going
to get a whole lot more complex because I have suggested that these are these major institutional pa­
rameters of modernity, which are shaping the contours of our lives today, but these don’t just operate
on an organizational level. They don’t just operate in institutions. They don’t just operate in organiza­
tions and companies and corporations. These changes of the early years of 21st century, I want to sug­
gest to you, they go all the way down. They go right down into the very heart of our lived experience.
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That is to say they bite really deeply into the fabric of our identities, our sense of selfhood, of indi­
vidualism, our sense of interpersonal relationships with other people. They affect our friendship ; they
affect family life. It affects intimacy, sexuality, and the human body. This is a remarkably broad
swathe of change, change on a horizontal level, okay, a horizontal level of globalization and commu­
nications in a new economy, but change too at a vertical level affecting our core sense of our identi­
ties and our subjectivities and our souls.
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Anthony Elliott : So, the problem, the issue is how to understand how those changes are starting to
affect identity. And in my own research what I’ve been trying to do over the last 10 to 15 years is de­
velop an account of how you and I as ordinary people going about what we do in daily life, how
those lines are now being changed and transformed. I’ve done and developed these arguments in some
of these books that you see here. I do it in those books there, so I am not going to do it here and I
can’t. But what I do want to underscore here is the following : the problem of identity as I see it.
When we talk about a global digital economy, when we talk about digitalization and social media and
so on, we are trying to understand how the world has transformed and transformed so rapidly. Because
if you think about it, it’s only just 15 to 20 years ago that many of these changes, these institutional
changes that I am talking about didn’t really exist.
So, the problem of identity as I see it is the problem of how, in this year of 2016, a situation has
arisen where more and more women and men?women and men working in schools, working in hos­
pitals, women and men working in universities or working in companies and corporations or working
for political organizations and charities and so on and so forth?how it is that that those women and
men are increasingly being required, required by other people but also required by themselves to, as it
were, pick themselves up by their own bootstraps and to be able to get on with the job of showing
other people, showing their employers, showing their fellow workers and demonstrating to themselves
that they are flexible, that they are adaptable, that they are ready and willing to embrace change and
wanting change. How is it that we have moved so rapidly from a world of fixed, established tradi­
tional identities to a world of these more flexible, adaptable, and mobile identities?
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Anthony Elliott : I call this book with my colleague, the American sociologist, Charles Lemert, the
New Individualism , this one, this rather lovely looking face. And if you call a book the New Individu-
alism , it needs to be able to have an account of what’s new. And so, we got asked the question of
what’s the old individualism? What was the traditional kind of identity that’s being replaced now by a
new kind of identity? We took our cue in part from the French thinker Alexis de Tocqueville. De Toc­
queville had traveled from France to the United States, looked around American society and witnessed
a world of women and men increasingly retreating inwards ; particularly men in a patriarchal, male­
dominated society retreating inwards in their studies on a Sunday afternoon to establish some contact
with an inner sense of self. De Tocqueville called this kind of traditional sense of identity or individu­
alism, he referred to it as a mature and calm feeling. He argued that individualism was a mature and
calm feeling.
Ladies and gentlemen, I’d suggest to you that de Tocqueville writing his classic works in the 1830s
that to think of identity as somehow being mature and calm gives us a clue as to just how far our
world has traveled since the 1830s. I think in the age of social media, in the age of Web 3.0, in the
kind of heavy informational overlaid societies that we live in today, identity is not necessarily experi­
enced as mature and calm. Trying to keep up with email, with texts, with blogging, with Facebook,
with Twitter, this is more likely sometimes to generate a sense of panic and alarm.
So, again?and here I take my cue from the Polish sociologist Zygmunt Bauman who has referred
to the arrival of a liquid modernity?that the world we live in today is becoming increasingly plastic,
increasingly liquefied, that the problem we now confront is at the level of identity is how have we
moved from a world of jobs for life, guaranteed jobs for life over to a world of short, episodic, fixed
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contracts, unstable, shaky ground. You don’t know whether your job contract will be renewed next
week or not. How have we moved from a world at the personal level from marriages till death us do
part to a world of relationships, intimate relationships until further notice. This is the sociological
backdrop in which we have to try to struggle to understand the dilemmas of identity today.
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Anthony Elliott : I am trying to draw parallels, connections, affinities between what’s happening at
an institutional level and what’s happening in our private worlds and our professional lives. I am try­
ing to understand the influence between these levels and what drives this. I am suggesting to you that
the world you confront today in 2016 is a world of endless corporate downsizings, management lay­
offs, just in time deliveries, electronic offshorings, global outsourcings, rise of call centers in India and
so on and so forth, and that the arrival of that world, the arrival of that new kind of corporate ethos
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has had a tremendous impact on women and men today. Huge consequences arise as a result of these
transformations.
One consequence also because of the heavy emphasis on this global economy as a digital economy
is that we are in a world I am suggesting, ladies and gentlemen, of heavy informational overlay.
Heavy informational overlay, by which I mean that we are in a world where we exist in and through
location tagging, we exist in and through augmented realities, we exist in and through the protocols
and processes of data ; big data, supercomputers, and increasingly the advent of software apps and ro­
botic applications. What impact is this having? Again, the question arises as to how we live our lives
and the way we live our lives today.
In the final section of the lecture, I wanted to address that by suggesting to you that societies are
starting to speed up. Societies and our lives are starting to speed up certainly compared to the lives of
our parents and certainly compared to the lives of their parents. And that this speedup is part and par­
cel of a redrafting of digitalization on the one hand and identity on the other.
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Anthony Elliott : I will just skip a few of them and finish up. Sorry, just go ahead. This world, ladies
and gentlemen, of heavy information, this world of information overlay is a world of lightning speed.
It’s a world where we need to run or so it seems we need to run faster and faster and faster not only
to keep up but, as it were, to stay in the same spot. This idea of things speeding up in sociology has
been referred to as the arrival of a world of social acceleration.
And my colleague sitting in the front row down here Dr. Eric Hsu has been doing a great deal of
work on the relationship between space, time, and speed in contemporary societies and how this world
of informational overlay starts to transform our experience of time and space. The arguments that par­
ticularly Eric has developed are very, very complex, because part of the argument is that whilst it
looks like things are speeding up, that’s not always necessarily the case. Modern societies are very
complex and contradictory, and in fact the world of social acceleration is actually a world of cross­
cutting speeds, some things being very fast, some things being perhaps not quite so fast.
The point I am interested in, again, to go back to identities, is what’s the relationship between the
institutional level, the horizontal level, and this vertical level of our identities and our social relation­
ships. In a world of virtual landscapes, augmented realities and location tagging, how, if we exist in­
creasingly in and through that world?which is not to say that the face to face world of social rela­
tionships has somehow absurdly disappeared?is this traditional world of face­to­face relationships
now increasingly supplemented by these digital mediated relationships?
Here I take my cue from the French cultural critic Paul Virilio who argues that in today’s world, he
argues that we live in a world where there are no delays. This is a world, according to Virilio’s analy­
sis, where one can go on to Facebook, you can create your 500 friends at an instant, and it’s a world
of immediate connections. Intriguingly, the flip side of that, of course, is that if it’s a fast world of im­
mediate connections, it’s an even faster world of disconnections. And understanding the interlacing be­
tween how we connect and how we disconnect, how we log on and log off is increasingly part of this
environment of informational overlay.
The world of social acceleration is also a world that increasingly speeds up many of these social
processes through which we live our lives today. I mean, an example would be things like think of the
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world of fast fashion. When people buy clothes today from places like Zara, when they buy clothes
today from places like Topshop, various analyses, some of the scholarly literature indicates that people
are effectively thinking they might wear that particular garment six, seven, eight, nine times and then
it’s thrown away.
If you look at political discourse, there is political science that has done various analyses on this in
terms of the speech of politicians. If you go back some decades, the average time that a politician had
to get their message across on TV news was sort of 30 to 35, 40 seconds ; now we are in a world
where that average time to communicate your message has shrunk allegedly to about 7 seconds. It’s
the current presidential debate in the United States and the rise of people such as Donald Trump.
In this world of social acceleration dieting provides a fascinating example. It’s a world where not
only are diets now rolled out and unveiled at remarkable speed as you move from the cabbage diet to
the onion diet to last year’s rage across California, the Fast Diet. The Fast Diet Tells you all you need
to know. It’s there in the very title, it’s a Fast Diet. But of course for some consumers, things can
never be fast enough. So, we have the arrival of the Fast Diet in 15 minutes, the Fast Diet for begin­
ners, for those that need to know even faster and Fast Diet can provide this. This, ladies and gentle­
men, I am suggesting to you as I say is a world of extensive, intensive, and also speeded up change.
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Anthony Elliott : I am going to finish the lecture?you can go to the very last slide?sort of finish
by suggesting to you that this, as I see it, this technological tsunami which is the world of heavy in­
formational overlay has introduced ambivalent tendencies into our social lives that as sociologists we
need to be aware of. On the one hand, this world of information overlay I think has made societies in­
creasingly experimental. Women and men today are trying things out and trying things on in ways
quite different I think to previous generations. There is a great degree of excitement about the notion
of everyday life becoming more experimental. It’s as if we are all of us in a laboratory, clicking on to
things, connecting to networks, disconnecting from others, and it’s, as I say, some new kind of experi­
ment.
There is a flip side to the excitement, to the intoxication of digital life that’s more disabling and
more troubling though and that is that this world of multiple choice?given that I am suggesting to
you, ladies and gentlemen, that we all now live in a world of multiple choice, we all now live in a
world where we have, as it were, no choice but to choose. You have to make some choice in this
world of ever expanding choice, and this can rebound upon the individual in these quite negative ways
leading to all sorts of new addictions, compulsive behaviors, and pathologies that, I think, are quite
different in scope to previous eras.
It’s interesting that the founder of psychoanalysis Sigmund Freud talked about repression. In
Freud’s time it was repression of our inner selves that seemed to be the number one social issue at the
time. Repression seems no longer adequate if indeed it ever were adequate as a term to capture this
world of, as I say, exploding choices and opportunities. So understanding this balance between a kind
of high opportunity society on the one hand, but of increasing risks and dangers on the other, getting
that balance right is something that all of us are caught up in, in our daily lives. There is the excite­
ment and the experimentation with connecting and clicking on to some new possibility, but of course
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within that lurks a danger, the risk as to what is this network, will it lead to consequences that I no
longer can anticipate.
The final qualification I want to put on the comments that I have developed in this lecture is that?
and perhaps this is something we can talk about in the final stages here?is I am not wanting to sug­
gest that this world of informational overlay, this world of surprises, as I am calling it, I am not want­
ing to suggest that it’s wall to wall. I am not wanting to suggest it’s uniform or homogenous. It seems
to me that there are great divergences and differences both between societies and across societies as to
how some of these transformations are unfolding.
It’s certainly been my good fortune in the last 7 or 8 years to be working with scholars in Japan
here to try and understand how notions such as reinvention and new individualism and so on, how
some of these ideas are relevant in a Japanese context. But also interestingly, I have been alerted to
the ways in which Japanese culture, society, and politics also forecloses many of these forms of ex­
periment and choice. I think that’s, as I say, a judicious qualification to some of the arguments that I
have been setting out. But I realize it’s late on Friday afternoon now and I have been talking a very
long time, so I am going to stop, but I will thank you very much for listening. Thank you.
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????In Japan, we have a custom called the shushoku katsudo wherein new graduates from univer­
sity all go job­seeking at the same time. All the companies also operate at the same time to do selec­
tion exams and interviews. This is because there is an agreement among companies as to when this
shushoku katsudo, the recruitment campaign can start. If this starting date is not determined by agree­
ment, then all the companies will try to get new recruits as early as possible, and the 4 th year stu­
dents will have no time to concentrate on their studies, all too busy doing job interviews and meeting
their prospective employers. For this year, 2016, the 1st of June, just a few days ago, was when this
recruitment campaign could officially start. So some of my students have already been promised that
they will get employed by some companies.
This big recruitment campaign, I think, is a custom particular to Japan, because the thing about this
recruitment is that they don’t question the individual abilities of students. They just look at your CV
profile and judge you by which university you have graduated from, like The University of Tokyo and
Kyoto University are the best ones, you see there is this kind of order. But they seldom assess the in­
dividual capacities like as to what kind of qualification you have or what kind of specialist expertise
you have. Instead of focusing on that kind of things, they just assume that all the students are basi­
cally the same, and that all of them can adapt to the corporate culture. This is what makes changing
jobs in Japan very difficult, because once you are employed to a company, you are required to assume
that corporate culture, and you are required to perform your specific task in the company, but then
you get very little transferable skills from that kind of experience.
I think that is a very post­modern phenomenon, which might be observed in many countries in the
future. But it is already happening in Japan now, which is something very interesting. Do you have
anything to say about this shushoku katsudo practice?
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Anthony Elliott : Well, Kurashima­sensei, thank you both for the comment and question as well as
the translation work that you have done throughout this lecture. One of the things that I have noticed
over a number of years now in terms of the way companies and corporations engage with employees,
both employees trying to get an early job, first job, but particularly people thinking to move between
companies?and I think in many respects it fits with some of these changes I have been describing
this afternoon?is a shift away from a person’s past and instead towards a focus on a person’s future.
Another way of putting that is that from sitting in particularly with some HR operations in different
companies and watching interview processes, I have watched the ways that questions used to be fo­
cused around an employee’s CV. And what was important certainly in countries like the United King­
dom, United States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and so on was for a committee of people sitting
in a boardroom to use the CV as a kind of guide that what your past achievements were. This is what
I did last year. This is what I achieved in 2012. 2009 was my best year ever when I landed the fol­
lowing deal or contract, and it made the company a huge amount of money.
So, that kind of logic where you are mining the CV to find someone’s spectacular achievements in
the past and using those past indicators as predictive of the future. What I have been noticing is that
that is happening less and less and less often.
It’s not completely irrelevant. Obviously, the CV is important, but increasingly companies in North
America and Europe and Australasia are asking their employees not so much about their past, but try­
ing to discern their attitudes about the future, the company’s future, their future, and the extent to
which they are willing to embrace changes. I can finish with one quick example. Where I live and
work in Adelaide, many companies now ask the question when you are going for a job?whether it’s
Adelaide or Melbourne or Sydney?the job is located here in Australia, but the job may involve travel
and it may involve relocation, for example, to Malaysia, or to Singapore, etcetera??How do you feel
about that??
The point of the question is to try to get assess in the person’s answer, the potential employee’s an­
swer. And if they indicate that yes, I am positive about that, yes, I will be happy to switch from living
in this city to living in that city. And yes, I can change and often at a moment’s notice, that is seen to
be the most desirable feature.
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????He is trying to find a job and undergoing lots of job interviews at this moment. Through his
experience, he has found out that many companies require the prospective employee to have, on the
one hand, a sense of identity, to have a principle for behavior, but on the other hand they require the
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employee to be adaptive, to be ready to embrace any kind of change. These two properties that the
companies are asking of us are completely opposing, and he is kind of confounded by this apparent
paradox.
Anthony Elliott : What’s the first part, principle?
????Yes, the companies require their employees to have their own principles, to have their own
sense of identity, while requiring adaptability of identity at the same time. His question is, might there
be different forms of identity from nation to nation, each country having their own idea of a principled
self. In the case of Japan, the two aspects of identity are completely opposing and he is having diffi­
culties coping with it.
Anthony Elliott : Thanks very much for the comment and question. And I think you put your finger
on something that’s clearly?this paradox or kind of contradiction?is very disarming, because people,
we’ve got to cope with it and react to it, and it’s difficult to know how to do this. Some of the work
that I have done with colleagues in Japan, I have the barest understanding of what the cultural and po­
litical and religious and other influences are that give rise to particular principles of identity that com­
panies may be looking towards. But I can connect what you are saying to the experience certainly in
many cities of the rich north. So, all I could say on that is, yes, there is a similar contradiction.
So, for example, companies will want you to?in terms of principles of identity, we could charac­
terize one principle of identity as being able to demonstrate that one is fairly relaxed, that one has a
sense of humor, that one can work in a team and collaborate, so one is confident enough of one’s own
identity without feeling troubled by the assertions of others and so on. They are some of the opera­
tional principles, they are not very formalized for many American companies, for example, but then
what’s disarming with it is on the other hand companies aren’t much interested in the particular iden­
tity of the individual. What they want to see is the adaptability and the plasticity and the willingness
for change.
It’s a bit like celebrity culture in America. The media reports celebrities but they are not particularly
interested in the specific celebrity ; what they are interested in is knowing that they have gone
through detox, that they have had plastic surgery, that they have gone through a big divorce and they
are above all interested in knowing that what they are going to do next to reinvent themselves.
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Anthony Elliott : Thank you very much all.
???????????????????????????????????
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